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“… One word frees us of all the weight and pain of life: that word is love.”
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PROLOGUE


COREY

HE SHOULD HAVE BEEN AFRAID, BUT HE WASN’T. HE’D DONE the bad thing and the bad thing made nothing as bad ever since. Nothing really scared him all the way ever since the bad thing turned him inside out, inside out. Then that disappeared and this was left—the nothing, the nothing that wasn’t so bad.

Still, touching the man’s pocket made him hold his breath. Like he expected the man to jump. Like he expected a smell, which there was none, not much. Not like a farmer. Smell of cow flop like a man had messed his pants and didn’t care. Farmers were like big shitty babies, spreading their smell around and not caring about anybody’s business but their own.

His grandfather was a farmer and he smelled that way and didn’t care.

The man just lay there, but still when he touched the coat he did it gingerly like the man might suddenly spring up, grab his arm. In the pocket he found nothing. Not a wallet. Or a match. Or a piece of change. Only a bit of grit, black grains which he wiped on his own pants.

The man was curled up, his coat open and what looked like a pajama shirt undone. But not quite like he was sleeping. More like he was running sideways across the hill and got pushed. The legs still running and the chin tucked, the shoulders twisted thisaway.

The boy looked at the man’s feet: sneakers cut low and ridiculous in the snow. Blue lightning bolts at the ankle; white cotton socks. Black treads packed with ice and stone. The boy told himself he wasn’t afraid. He knew what happened to people when they died. People were just like animals, just like the doe he found in a winter field, jacked by some coward in a car and never picked up. And the porcupine by the side of the road. And the possum and the skunk. Their bellies got big and their tongues, too. Everything got big before it got small. And sometimes after a long time and sometimes in no time, the thing was eaten.

Last night he dreamt of his brother running toward him looking like a marshmallow burned black. When he tried to hold him, Lance crumpled to ash. The nightmare had sent him into the woods. He’d had the dream in the night, but all through the morning he saw his brother’s black face; he heard his shriek.

After lunch, he ran into the woods, straight to the place he liked to go. A place the deer liked, too. Once he’d gotten up so early, he surprised them still sleeping in the long grass that poked through the snow. Up they sprang, leaving their pushed-down beds, their egg-shaped nests that cupped their bodies, held in their warmth. When he lay down in the shape, he imagined himself a fawn.

Now with the noon sun rising, the old man lay there. Corey felt his heart digging sharply beneath his ribs. Staring down at the man, running, sleeping, in the snow, he wished he could drop that way. Quick; no pain.

He glanced at the sky. Such a quiet, heavenly blue, but he had to get back. Start chores. Grandfather’s nap would be over; he’d want him to clean something, fix something. He’d have to run all the way back to be on time. But something caught at him. He couldn’t leave the old man like this. The man was a man, not a thing. He didn’t like to think of him being eaten.

Beneath his fingertips, the man’s cheek felt smooth and cold like harness leather; he wanted to cover him with something, something soft, a flannel blanket, a piece of cloth. He looked around. Bare sticks; thorn branches. Blown pinecones, bound tight as turds. There was only one thing he could think of. Here and there, scattered on the snow, were whisks of evergreen needles, drooping gracefully as a fox’s tail. He picked up one and then another, another, and another. He laid the needled fans on the man’s body. It wasn’t much, but it was something.
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ONE


SHE WAKES TO HER OWN SHOUT. RIGHT THERE OUT IN THE open like a character in a book. “Christopher?”

His side of the bed is empty, the covers pushed back in a tangled wave, and suddenly Susan is aware of the sounds coming from the closet, thuds of shoes being kicked, jangling of empty hangers, muffled agony.

In an instant she has pushed aside her own covers, touched her bare feet to the soft carpet. The closet is a small room of its own with a door that folds back on itself like a fan.

“Christopher! Hold on. I’m here,” she says as she fumbles with the tiny knobs, the flimsy panels. The closet light comes on as the doors open and there is her husband, hunkered in a nest of shirts, pants, ties.

He looks up at her with the wary, watchful eyes of a nocturnal animal coaxed into light. “Where thing loud you sit?” he asks.

“The toilet. You want the toilet.”

Christopher nods, and she grabs his hand, pulling him gently to his feet. She is younger than he, and taller. And for a moment she has the sensation that she is pulling a child from a sandbox, a reluctant, drooping child. Peter, their son, who used to play for hours and hours on the monkey bars until she dragged him home.

The bathroom is small and narrow. The toilet sits at the far end, the vanity and sink beside it, the tub along one wall. Susan enters first, reaching for a hand towel above the sink, which she drapes over the medicine cabinet mirror, something she remembers the rabbi doing when he came to sit shiva for her mother. In this case it is so that Christopher will be not be startled by his image.

In the middle of the bathroom, Christopher halts, turns, backs himself to the edge of the receptacle like a man parking a semi. He reaches behind, feeling for the lid, the rim.

“You’re there,” she says as she turns on the sink faucet, a tip she’d read somewhere, to use the streaming faucet as a cue.

Christopher nods. With a faint grunt, he hooks his thumbs in the elastic waistband of his pajama pants, shoves them down.

In the old days, this is when she might venture downstairs alone to start their breakfast, while Christopher dabbed lotion on his face, shaved himself with a plastic razor. No more.

“That’s great,” she says, watching him slowly straighten to pull up his pants. His movements have become old even though he is not old, not really, barely seventy. She reaches behind him to flush the toilet, something he never remembers to do. Never did remember to do, she reminds herself. “Now wash hands.”

He turns to her, surrendering his hands to hers. He has small, wiry hands, the hands of the builder he was before he became an architect.

“Soap, first.” She slips the soap in and out of his cradled palms. “Rinse, next.” He is not always this docile. Sometimes he calls her “the enemy,” sometimes “the bitch.” Sometimes when she takes his hands in hers, he pulls away as though her palms are on fire.

This morning he looks curious, a little afraid.

“Water,” she says. “You used to love water. Swimming in water. This water is nice and warm.” She squeezes his hands lightly, submerging them in the basin of warm water, then lets them go.

“Soft,” Christopher says. “Clouds.”

The water swirls with tiny air bubbles, a milky trail where he has waved his soapy hands to make what looks to Susan like a galaxy. “Beautiful.”

He nods, though he looks confused, and Susan presses on the drain, hoping he won’t startle at the croak and whirl of the water disappearing.

In the kitchen, Susan places a tablet of glyburide and a glass of water in front of Christopher at the table. “Here, while I make you an egg.” Sometimes it is easy like this, Christopher swallowing his medicine without hesitation, an automatic response.

“Egg’s good.”

She watches him as he sets the glass down, then slides his clean hands into the box of buttons she keeps on the table to keep him occupied, something she read in a book. He scoops them up, lets them dribble through his fingers, then dives his fingertips in again. To her relief, he is smiling, absorbed. Content for the moment.

What is it her grandmother used to say? Buttons for memory. Why? Why buttons? Because they’re so easy to lose?

She turns away humming a little tune. Oh when the saints … Perhaps it’s not going to be such a bad day. The refrigerator door opens with a mild wheeze. The seal is weak, the plastic encrusted with some sort of dark scum she hasn’t had time to clean off. When she bought the house, she bought the appliances, too. The old electric stove, which she loathes; this decrepit refrigerator; a dishwasher that can’t be fixed. It was the easiest way; the fastest way. One of her mistakes. One of the many.

Peering into the refrigerator, she pushes aside a container of yogurt, a quart of milk, a brick of cheese, a half-eaten jar of raspberry fruit spread. No eggs. “Damn it.” She shuts the refrigerator door.

Christopher looks up from his buttons.

“Nothing. Forgot to buy eggs. Cereal instead. Buttered toast. Or we can have some yogurt.”

“Eggs stole? Stole? Who?”

Too many choices. Too many words. Christ. Once they were all about words. His province was the daily crossword puzzles; hers, the Sunday Times. Occasionally, she copied the daily puzzle at work and they lay in bed, shoulder to shoulder, racing. To her amazement, he often won. But more often they complemented each other: she knew all the Roman and Greek gods and goddesses; Christopher knew the songs.

“Not stolen. I forgot. I—forgot—to buy—eggs.” Slow it down. Keep it simple.

“I want eggs. Christmas eggs.”

That means he wants them wet, scrambled, running with cheese the way his mother used to make them. “Listen, we don’t have eggs. I’ll make oatmeal today; eggs, tomorrow.”

“Christmas eggs.”

Susan sighs, squeezing her temples between her thumb and forefinger. What now? Run for eggs? Drive to the café? An image comes to mind of a photograph she once saw of a man in the Dolomites, roping from the pinnacle of one rock spire to another, a man who looked as though he were swinging on a pulley along a high wire, and the caption read, “Timing is critical in this maneuver; one mistake means instant death.” Christopher’s medicine needs to be taken with food otherwise his blood sugar will start to lower. He needs to eat now.

Susan breathes deeply. “Here, a yogurt. To get started. Then we’ll go get some eggs.”

The second she puts the yogurt down, he sweeps it off the table with the back of his hand.

“Shit,” she says, kneeling to retrieve the plastic cylinder whose lid she was smart enough to leave on. “Behave.”

Christopher’s mouth turns down, his chin drops. “Egg.”

“All right, egg. We’ll get in the car. We’ll go to the café. Or the diner. Only we’ve got to be dressed. We’re still not dressed.” She looks down at her satin pajamas, a pale blue that makes her think of ice. Christopher looks almost boyish in his red plaid pajamas, his stocking feet. “Want to get dressed?”

Christopher nods, but as they cross the living room, he stops in front of the Christmas tree, planting his feet in a way she’s seen before, as though gravity has increased tenfold.

“Come on. Going upstairs. Going to get dressed. Then we’ll go out for breakfast. Christmas breakfast.” Though Christmas and New Year’s passed over a week ago.

The tree is a blue spruce with shadowed needles and a pungent, woodsy smell that makes her yearn for a brisk walk in the outdoors. She put it up herself, acting on sheer willpower. Not that she cares much about Christmas trees: she comes from a family of socialists; she is Jewish. Christopher loves Christmas, though, has delighted in it since he was a child. Every Christmas Eve of their married life until Christopher got sick, they held a trimming party, a crackling fire in the granite hearth, trays of smoked salmon on squares of stiff Norwegian bread, and of course, Christopher the beaming host, mixing his famous Manhattans.

“Okay. Here.” She twists an ornament from the tree. “Remember this one? Your mother gave it to you.” A gnome on a cardboard square; pipe-cleaner legs, acorn body. How could it have lasted so long?

Christopher shakes his head as he reaches for a red metallic ball dangling chest high from a spiny twig. With both hands, he rubs the ball on his chest, polishing it like an apple.

“Take it easy,” Susan warns, but even as she does, he is raising the shiny red ball toward his open mouth.

Susan leaps forward, batting the ornament away, her fingertips brushing the side of his mouth in a light slap. Christopher steps back. Both of them can hear the light metallic crunch of the ornament under his socked heel. A second later, he begins to howl.

“Oh God,” Susan says. “I’m sorry.” She would like to take a look at his foot, but as she reaches for him, he pushes her arm away.

Kneeling, she picks up the shards, iridescent as beetle shells. Behind her, Christopher curls up in his special chair, a light blue La-Z-Boy. She is fifty-seven, twelve years younger than Christopher. She was twenty-six when they married. Then his seniority seemed so comfortable, she tucked herself into it, a perfect fit. Her knees ache as she gets to her feet. Christopher is still in his chair, his howling reduced to quiet sobs. She dumps the handful of glass in the wastebasket, blowing gently across her palm to make sure the fine splinters are off. Then she goes over to Christopher.

“C’mon, lighten up.” She slides her fingers down the back of his collar, pressing the bony lumps at the top of his spine, kneading the flanges of muscle on the sides of his neck. “Relax, now. It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.” But even as she works to keep her voice even, under control, she can hear a raging voice in her head that could possess her at any moment. Why can’t this ever let up? She gives Christopher’s shoulders another rub, pats the top of his spine. Still he won’t uncurl. “If you’re going to be like that, I’m going to need to breathe.”

She reaches into the cabinet beneath the television for her blue mat, which she unfurls with a great flap before settling it like a beach towel in the wind. She wasn’t always this flexible of mind, one minute, getting dressed; the next minute, doing yoga. The disease has taught her this—seize the moment, the day, the hour.

As she lowers herself onto the mat, she catches a glimpse of Christopher getting up and heading for the stairs. Follow him, says the voice in her head. Her spine stiffens. In a minute. Then she’ll zip into her clothes, get Christopher to the diner for eggs.

She slides the video into its slot, and the television screen blooms into peacock blue, a chorus of angels humming Om. Susan breathes deeply and sweeps her arms overhead, interlacing her fingers and stretching her inverted palms. She can feel the tug of her diaphragm lifting, separating her torso from the weight of her bottom and thighs. Ecstasy. In such a small movement. She can’t fathom why. Her friend Molly Tyne chose this video for her. “The only one you’ll find bearable,” she said. “Minimal reverence required.”

Aside from the mild affront that Molly thinks she needs something, Susan is grateful. It is true that in the mornings, her body is stiff as a board; her limbs crucified to their sockets. She should schedule a massage, find someone to realign her. But it’s far too complicated with Christopher. He can’t be parked like a car in a garage, or an infant at the nursery. Susan rolls her neck to one side, letting the weight of her skull stretch her neck muscles. “Breathe,” says the yoga instructor, and Susan tries, though this is the hardest part for her, letting her abdomen balloon after years of being trained to “suck it in.” “Let the breath fill up the lungs from the bottom, let the breath expand the torso.”

Susan frowns, straightening her neck, squeezing the pouch of flesh over her abdomen as she begins to twist, lightly, keeping her back straight, lifting, gently twisting, until she can look back at the living room wall, a wan bone color, bare of photographs, of art of any kind. Keep things simple, the books say. Keep things uncluttered. A Zen monastery would be the perfect place to live with this disease. A Zen priest, the perfect caretaker.

On the video, the instructor is down on all fours, calling for “downward-facing dog,” her rump sticking up in the air. Susan follows, letting her spine sag, tilting her sacrum skyward until she experiences a moment of abandon, of release. Her liberated buttocks expand, spread open, spread wide.

Without warning Christopher is against her, his bare calves, his stocking feet, his penis. “Hey—” she begins. She assumes playfulness on his part, though the Christopher she knew was never playful quite like this. “Cut it—”

He yanks down her pajama pants, her underwear. And she can tell from the tickle of his hairiness against her bottom that he is naked from the waist down. In one motion, she flips neatly on her back, shoves up at his chest to free herself, but she can’t get up, her ankles are bound by her pants like a Chinese jump rope.

Christopher lowers himself on top of her, nudging her legs open.

What should she do? Knee him? Let him have his way? It happens sometimes that Christopher’s lust thrusts itself out of nowhere, sparked by nothing, it seems, but testosterone releasing in his brain.

Christopher’s hands press onto her shoulders, flattening them, as he lifts his chest, seeks her opening, like a soft blind animal that can’t find its way. The air has suddenly become clotted with the smell of his sweat and hers. A drop of something, a tear, a splatter of drool, lands on her cheek and she would like to wipe it away, but can’t. She can’t see his face, only the skin of his neck, the pepper-and-white stubble, stretched taut over the knot of his throat. She reaches down, grasps his penis, guides it.

When he plunges into her, his moan is like a wolf’s howl, all rage and release. And it strikes Susan that the pain between her legs is like the pain of giving birth and, perhaps, of dying, that lying here on her back, she has fulfilled Christopher’s deepest wish—that no being has ever wanted anything more.



TWO


STEPPING OUT OF THE SHOWER, SUSAN TOWELS HERSELF quickly, slips on clean underwear, a pair of slacks, and a turtleneck. She left the door open in case Christopher called out for her, but when she left him, he was sound asleep on the blue mat, his upper lip twitching as though he were dreaming a conversation he wished he could join.

Stealthy as a cat, she creeps down the carpeted stairs, hoping not to wake him. He still needs breakfast. He still needs his other meds. But she cannot jeopardize this chance to recover herself.

Beside him on the floor, she lays out a pair of tan pants, a pair of boxers, thinking it will be easier to dress him right there when he wakes up rather than have to bother with stairs again.

At the kitchen door, she reaches for her down coat, shoves her feet into her felt-lined boots. She’ll just go down to the mailbox, she thinks. Fresh air will do her some good.

Outside, the sky is a hard, shimmering blue. The air is sharp. A new snow fell last night without her having been aware. Inhaling deeply, she wants to weep with gratitude for the natural world.

At the end of the driveway, black-capped chickadees dart in and out of the holly bush’s glossy leaves. She and Christopher used to stand in their winter yard in Princeton for hours, waiting for the chickadees to trust their stillness and peck sunflower seeds from their mittened palms.

The mailbox is empty, she knew it would be, but something makes her feel as though she needs to mime opening and closing it. You see, Judge, I was just getting the mail. She looks up and down the empty road. The house is not far from town, but still remote. A forest of evergreens stretches along one side; meadows along the other.

She checks her watch. Two minutes. Surely she can take a little more time. She turns right at the end of the driveway. She’ll walk up to the neighbor’s box and around. A quarter of a mile; a half mile both ways. She needs the exercise.

She remembers the time she left Peter, their son, in the electric swing, purring and steady, sound asleep, thinking, He’ll never know. She remembers walking backward at first, backward toward the front door as though she were unraveling something, as though she held a ball of string in her hand, unraveling as she went. An invisible tether.

A sense of mischief, of daring came over her. How bad could it be if the child woke up? He was buckled; he was safe (enough), though he might scream. Faster and faster the ball unraveled. She was tethered at the waist like a moon walker to the mother ship, but she was walking forward now, not backward, walking quickly around the block. She felt like tying surveyor’s ribbons at every corner, to prove she’d been there.

When she got back, Peter was still asleep, his chin bent deeply toward his chest, a thread of drool spinning from lip to tiny knuckle.

She turned off the swing, sank to the sofa opposite, and wept noiseless tears of repentance and thanks.

She sighs. A half mile out, and back. She’s got to walk. She just has to.



THREE


SHOULD HE TELL? THE WORDS BEAT IN COREY’S EARS AS HE ran back through the woods, pushing away branches that tried to snag him in their grasp for further questioning. He didn’t want to tell anyone what he saw. If he told, they might blame him. They might say it was his fault, like when the fire started and the house burned down. The man might be dead, and they might blame him. Death followed him everywhere, he thought, so he wouldn’t be surprised.

That’s why he lived with his grandparents, because no one else in the family could stand the sight of him. He was the scar that reminded them of pain. Best for all of them that he should go away for a while, the judge said. His mother, his brother who remained, his aunt and his uncle, his teacher, and all the kids in his class agreed. Best to make him disappear like it had all disappeared.

Riding in the back of his grandparents’ car, he’d seen the burned lot where his aunt and uncle’s house had stood. Gone now. No house. No big tree in front with the swing hanging from it, no toys in the yard. The fence that he’d liked was gone. Picket, picket, picket. Picket your nose and picket your butt. He and Lance picking and poking and rolling on the grass until tears had come.

His aunt and uncle’s house burned down. Right down to the ground. Their first and only house.

Now where it stood was a square of yellow grass on a dead-end street, across from the funeral home and up from the park, right beside the overpass. When he had slept overnight at his aunt and uncle’s house, he liked to feel the rumble of the trucks in his bones, and to guess their size and weight and what they were carrying from where to where. His grandfather, driving slowly past, slowed further, but did not stop. “No one’s gonna buy it,” he said. And his grandmother echoed, “No one’s gonna build on that lot.”

His aunt was his mother’s sister, who didn’t have kids, and her husband was Bill, and he was okay because he worked at the hardware store and didn’t drink. His uncle smoked, but so what. If that’s his worst habit, his aunt used to say, shrugging. Uncle Bill was always losing his lighters and he and Lance were always finding them, but they didn’t let on. They had an arsenal of lighters they kept in a shoe box. See-through tubes of blue, pink, purple, yellow, filled with clear fluid that sloshed back and forth, making tiny rolling seas.

His aunt and uncle had them over on nights when his mom worked, which was a lot. He and Lance had their own room in their house. A small one with cracks running everywhere and a dark yellow spot that spread on the ceiling when it rained. Still, a room in a real house, and what he liked about the house was it was wide and didn’t make you sweat.

In his bunk at home in the trailer, he had dreams of being on a train, rattling down tracks and going he didn’t know where. But in his aunt and uncle’s house, he dreamt solid. Sometimes no dreams at all. Just folding into a blackness more delicious than cream.

It was Lance who started the game at their aunt and uncle’s house. Flicka the Bic, his older brother said and snapped the lighter and flicked his wrist. Flicka the Bic, they challenged each other and their flames flew on, so soft and beautiful, like pussy willow buds. Only the blue was hot. He liked to stare at it. But Lance called him weird. Flick the thing, boy. On guard. So they’d duel, dancing forward and back, whirling their arms, whirling the flame.

The bad thing was he hadn’t died. If he’d died like Lance had, it would have been a good thing. Everyone hated him now and loved his brother. When his uncle said it was my fault, his mother shut him up. Nonsense. He knowed better. His mother knew it was his fault. He believed her. But it wasn’t on purpose, he might have said. The fire was so beautiful at first.



FOUR


THE MOMENT SUSAN HEADS UP THE STILL-WHITE DRIVEWAY, she knows something is wrong; it has to be. She couldn’t have been stupid enough to leave the kitchen door wide open. Her heart jabs in her throat as she breaks into a run. “Christopher? Christopher?” No answer but the sound of her bootsteps on the cold snow, tiny stones dropping onto glass.

Maybe the wind blew the door; maybe she was careless in her haste to escape.

The kitchen is empty; the living room, too, the mohair blanket tossed in a heap behind Christopher’s chair. His clothes are gone.

She heads upstairs. Maybe he’s taken refuge in their bed or in the closet where his day began. She opens and closes doors, calling, searching. It is not a large house, not like the old one that Christopher built. She looks under their bed; she checks closets, the laundry hamper, the space beneath the bathroom sink. Places he can’t possibly fit, small as he is. “Christopher!” Down the hall from their bedroom is a guest room, still piled with boxes she hasn’t had time to unpack in the six months they’ve lived here. “Christopher?”

The room is dark, the shades drawn. The last person who stayed here was Peter, on his way to Gabon for a field biology expedition. Through a narrow aisle between the boxes, she glimpses the neatly made bed, a twin with a navy comforter, a white pillow. Empty. Unused. No sign that Christopher’s been there, that he’s been back at all.

Then she thinks of the basement. Did she remember to lock that door? She can feel her pulse beat in her throat.

“Christopher?” she calls, flicking on the light at the top of the basement stairs. The stairwell seems to deaden the sound of her voice. “Christopher? You down here?”

The stairs shake as she descends. It would be a miracle for Christopher to make it down the rickety stairs in one piece; the disease makes a flight of stairs look like one flat plane—he would drop through and disappear. “Chris?”

The basement is long and narrow, lit by a single, shadeless bulb that brings to mind an arena for interrogation. To the left of the stairs, the washer and dryer; to the right, nothing but an old broom, a plastic bucket, and an empty kitty litter pan the former owner left behind. At the far end, the water heater; the furnace. Slab floor, concrete block walls. “Chris?” she calls out weakly, though it is clear no one else is here.

She still has her coat on, her boots, and now she grabs Christopher’s loden from the hook on the door and turns to sweep the row of amber vials, Christopher’s pills, off the kitchen counter and into her pocket where they rattle like candy. If he is not here and his clothes are gone, then chances are that Christopher dressed himself. Ordinarily this might have been cause for a little whoop of celebration, a flush of pride, now it is cause for alarm.

She is leaning across the windshield to brush off the snow when she notices the tracks, veering off from the edge of the driveway as though the walker might have stepped off to avoid bumping into the parked car. Skirting the hood, she bends close to examine what looks like sneaker tread preserved in crispy wafers of compressed snow. Christopher’s sneakers? How did he get them on by himself? No matter. The tracks trace a shallow arc across the lawn and down to the road. And there they stop. No matter how deeply she bends to survey the surface of the winter road, she can see nothing but marbled gray and white tire tracks, sprinkled with rock salt.

He hadn’t turned the way she had, she thinks. Or she would have seen him on her way back to the house. She straightens. In the other direction, the direction of town, the road is empty.

Gripping the steering wheel, Susan squints against the glare of winter sun that bounces off the arched windows of the brick facades on Main Street. On either curb, the wrought-iron lamps are still draped in dark tangles of juniper and spruce, tied up with red ribbon bows. Tinsel cords, suspending tinsel bells lace them together.

Christopher’s wandering started when they moved to this place. He is a box turtle, willing to travel one hundred deliberate miles to get back to his home, wherever home is. Not here. This is her fault, she thinks. She’s the one who decided to leave their old house, their old town for this one. A colossal mistake, she’s been gradually realizing. A shattering one. Too late to remedy.

But for some time Christopher had not seemed to enjoy their friends’ company. Though he acted as though he understood what they were discussing, he remained silent, only getting up to offer the olives around, the cheese plate. Then he settled again, sipping his wine and watching. After one party, Christopher wept, “Your friends don’t like me! They think I’m stupid.” Not true, she had told him, they love you. They’re your friends, too. But was that true? Her friends, his friends, noticing that Christopher was failing, had begun to avoid him.

Halfway down the street, bells begin to chime nine o’clock. Oh God. She half expects to see Christopher dart into the street. The noise of the bells always confuses him. Even with the car windows rolled up, he cowers at the onslaught of cascading chords, of unending hymns. But no, the street ahead is empty.

Susan cuts into the parking space in front of the Cup, the café she and Christopher often go to. To her relief, the young man they like, Jonah, is standing behind the counter. He reminds her a little of their son, Peter, with his long frame, his wiry wrists. And when she arrives with Christopher, he always has a kind smile, a warm greeting that makes her feel as though he cares.

“Cold enough for you?” Jonah asks as she steps up to the counter.

“I’m looking for Christopher,” she says, striving to keep her voice steady, reminding herself that panic isn’t useful. “You haven’t, by any miracle, seen him?”

He shakes his head. “He’s missing?”

“Sort of. Gave me the slip a short time ago. I know he comes here sometimes.”

Jonah frowns. “Sorry. Want me to call you if I see him?”

“Yes, please.” She’s surprised to find that Jonah’s kindness has brought up tears.

“When I go on break, I’ll tell the next person you’re looking for him.”

Susan nods, picking up the pen beside the register and the clean napkin he offers her. “So if you do see him—” Susan scribbles as she speaks. “My cell, home, the police.”

“Hey, I know you and your husband by sight—”

Susan looks up at the young man, his mouth bent in apology. “I’m sorry—I’m Susan—Hunsinger. My husband’s Christopher. But he doesn’t always know it.” Susan hands the napkin back to him. She imagines it getting crumpled, spilled on, falling to the floor in a matter of minutes, but Jonah lifts the tip jar and slips it under, anchored, safe.

Susan tucks a dollar in. “Thanks.”

Back on the sidewalk, Susan breathes deeply. The air, though dry, is cold, sharply cold, the kind of cold that makes you feel that every breath might cut you.

“Not to panic,” Susan says aloud. “It hasn’t been that long.” How long? Twenty minutes? Thirty? She wishes she could splinter herself into multiple searchers; she wishes she could call someone to help her look as she might have back home.

Remember, she tells herself, you’ve always found him. He stands out, particularly here. A few months ago, the gas station owner’s wife discovered him and drove him home. A week or so later, the neighbor called to tell her Christopher was in his shed. He’s wearing an identification bracelet with her phone number and a tag for medical alert. As soon as he’s spotted, she tells herself, someone will call.

Susan slams the car door shut, calling out Christopher’s name as she hurries up the side path to the open kitchen door. She left the door open on purpose this time, thinking that if Christopher came back he might find his way in more easily.

But this has never been his house. Why would he recognize it? She barely recognizes it herself. The dead whiteness of it, the horrible washed out trim. So different than the house they used to live in, Christopher’s beautiful design. What was the madness that had overtaken her thinking, the distortion that made her believe that Christopher would function better if he wasn’t surrounded by reminders of what he’d lost, that she would function better if they started their lives anew. If he’d been lucid, he would have killed her. Perhaps that’s what he’s doing.



FIVE


JEFF’S OFFICE HAS THREE SIGNS STACKED ON THE DOOR LIKE tiers of a wedding cake: JUVENILE FIRE INSPECTOR; CONSERVATION OFFICER, DEC; JEFF HERDMAN, MSW. His office is a fluorescent cubicle off the concrete corridor that divides the police station from the firehouse. A rabbit warren of offices all tucked in a building that went up after Urban Renewal pulled everything down.

Jeff wasn’t around when it happened—he’d been in Vietnam—but sometimes as he walks into the “new” building, faced with corrugated tin and portholes for windows, he feels as though it is somehow his fault that all the beautiful old buildings are gone. Like the greedy had been lying in wait, bent on destroying his town as soon as he left it. As soon as he abandoned his post.
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